Measuring College Students ’ Motives for Playing Drinking Games by Thomas J. Johnson & Virgil L. Sheets
Measuring College Students’ Motives for Playing Drinking Games
Thomas J. Johnson and Virgil L. Sheets
Indiana State University
Students may choose to play drinking games not only for reasons related to alcohol consumption but also
because of incentives related to other aspects of play (competition, fun, interpersonal dominance, etc.).
College students (120 men and 167 women) completed measures of motives for playing (based on T. J.
Johnson, S. Hamilton, & V. L. Sheets, 1999) and consequences of playing drinking games. Exploratory
principal-components analysis identified 8 reasons for playing. Men and women differed in their
endorsement of the factors. Motives for play directly predicted consequences of play independently of
alcohol consumption. Specific motives predicted specific types of consequences. In multiple regression
analyses, Conformity motives were negatively related to consequences and may represent a form of
protective motive.
Evidence from both quantitative (Dowdall, Crawford, & Wechs-
ler, 1999; Peele, Crawford, & Ferree, 2000; Sher, Bartholow, &
Nanda, 2001; etc.) and qualitative (Kuh & Arnold, 1993; Rhoads,
1995) research suggests that specific social contexts may facilitate
or inhibit the occurrence of heavy drinking in college students.
Motivational models of alcohol use (Cooper, 1994; Cox &
Klinger, 1988) view motives for drinking as final common path-
ways to drinking behavior that mediate the effects of more distal
predictors. Self-reported motives for drinking have been suggested
to interact with social context factors in predicting alcohol con-
sumption (Abbey, Smith, & Scott, 1993; Johnson, Hamilton, &
Sheets, 1999). In this study we examined college students’ moti-
vations for participation in one general social context for heavy
drinking by developing and providing initial validation of a mea-
sure of motives for playing drinking games.
Drinking Games
Drinking games consist of a set of rules that specify when and
how much participants must drink. Many games involve verbal
(repeating tongue-twisting phrases), physical (bouncing a quarter
off a tabletop into a glass) or memory (remembering what non-
sense phrase is assigned to each player) skills (Newman, Craw-
ford, & Nellis, 1991). When a player makes an error, he or she is
typically “punished” by being required to take a drink. As a player
gets more intoxicated, the rate of errors and thus the rate of
drinking are likely to increase. In other games, players who are
skilled can force other players to drink.
Drinking games are common on college campuses. In a national
survey of 12,081 students from 168 colleges and universities,
Engs, Diebold, and Hanson (1996) reported that approximately
75% of college men and more than half of college women who
drank alcohol had played during the previous 12 months. Surveys
from individual universities have reported similar high prevalence
rates (Douglas, 1987; Johnson, Wendel, & Hamilton, 1998; New-
man et al., 1991).
Available evidence suggests that drinking games are associated
with greater or more rapid consumption of alcohol than drinking in
other contexts. Newman et al. (1991) observed students at parties
and noted that drinking game players consumed, on average,
approximately 18 oz of beer in a 15-min period, compared to 6 oz
and 9 oz for women and men, respectively, who were not playing.
Johnson et al. (1998) found that women, but not men, reported
drinking more alcohol when playing a drinking game than when
engaged in other forms of drinking. The more frequently students
played, the more alcohol they reported consuming while playing.
Frequency of participation has also been found to predict overall
levels of alcohol consumption, even after accounting for other
known predictors of heavy drinking, such as alcohol outcome
expectancies, impulsivity (Nagoshi, Wood, Cote, & Abbit, 1994),
and parental and peer drinking (Pedersen, 1990).
Drinking game participation is also associated with negative
alcohol-related consequences. Adams and Nagoshi (1999) reported
that, in younger but not older students, increased frequency of
drinking game participation over the first semester of college
predicted an increase in alcohol use frequency and alcohol prob-
lems over the same time period, even after accounting for changes
in outcome expectancies, motives for drinking, and perceived
norms.
Engs and Hanson (1993) found that students who played drink-
ing games reported more negative alcohol-related consequences
than drinkers who did not play. Johnson et al. (1998) asked
participants to report the frequency with which they had experi-
enced 11 different types of negative alcohol-related consequences
both in total and during or after playing a drinking game. Nearly
100% of men and women who had played drinking games indi-
cated that they had at least once experienced a hangover after
playing. Over half the variance in total incidents of several con-
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91sequences (driving while intoxicated, being late for class, etc.) was
accounted for by occurrences associated with drinking game
participation.
Motives for Drinking and Motives for Playing Drinking
Games
Motives or reasons for drinking are conceptualized as being
based on expectations about the outcomes of drinking alcohol but
refer to specific outcomes that an individual intends to produce
from drinking (Cox & Klinger, 1988). Expecting a particular
consequence (e.g., a hangover) does not mean that one drinks with
the intent of producing that consequence.
Cooper (1994) identified four categories of general motives for
drinking: (a) enhancement motives (drinking to enhance positive
affect; positive reinforcement via the pharmacological properties
of alcohol), (b) social motives (positive reinforcement via social
contingencies), (c) coping motives (to escape from negative affect;
negative reinforcement via the pharmacological properties of al-
cohol), and (d) conformity motives (to avoid rejection; negative
reinforcement via social contingencies). Research suggests that
Cooper’s motives mediate the effects of more distal predictors of
alcohol consumption, such as personality variables (Cooper, Ag-
ocha, & Sheldon, 2000), negative emotions (Cooper, Frone, Rus-
sell, & Mudar, 1995), or social influence variables (Read, Wood,
Kahler, Maddock, & Palfai, 2003).
Enhancement and social motives have been found to predict
negative alcohol-related consequences indirectly. The relationship
between these motives and consequences is mediated by amount of
alcohol consumed (Cooper et al., 1995; Read et al., 2003). How-
ever, coping motives also predict consequences directly (Cooper et
al., 1995; Read et al., 2003).
1 Cooper et al. (1995) proposed that
individuals who drink to cope with negative affect should have less
control over cessation of drinking and therefore hypothesized the
direct relationship between drinking to cope and alcohol problems.
It is possible that other factors, including patterning or rate of
consumption, or some aspect of the drinking context, could pro-
duce such a relationship.
Although a large number of studies support the importance of
studying general motives or reasons for drinking (Abbey et al.,
1993; Carey & Correia, 1997; Carpenter & Hasin, 1998a, 1998b;
Cooper et al., 2000; Cooper et al., 1995; MacLean & Lecci, 2000;
Read et al., 2003; Stewart & Devine, 2000; etc.), fewer studies
have addressed motives for drinking in specific situations or con-
texts (e.g., motives for playing drinking games). Various authors
have speculated about students’ motives for becoming involved in
drinking games. Green and Grider (1990) equated drinking game
participation with risk taking and reinforcement of masculine
stereotypes (especially the ability to drink large quantities of
alcohol). In interviews, students reported goals of getting another
participant drunk, embarrassing others, or both (Green & Grider,
1990). McCarthy (1987) offered a similar hypothesis about the role
of drinking games in New Zealand: that games allow displays of
social power and dominance over others. Students have also been
proposed to play with the specific intent of getting some other
player drunk in order to take sexual advantage of that person
(Green & Grider, 1990; Johnson et al., 1998; Newman et al.,
1991).
Other authors have emphasized more positive aspects of social
interactions that occur in the context of playing a drinking game.
Pedersen (1990) suggested that drinking games are a form of ritual
drinking that serves as a rite of passage, strengthens group bonds,
and structures social interactions (via game rules and the process
of play). Nagoshi et al. (1994) also hypothesized that playing
drinking games fosters group cohesiveness. A number of these
hypotheses focus on the process of play, rather than merely con-
sumption of alcohol, as an important part of why people might play
drinking games. After all, most games people play probably do not
involve alcohol, and many drinking games were likely ordinary
games first and became drinking games only after alcohol was
added.
2 The hypotheses described above include the notion that
drinking games offer additional sources of reinforcement not
found in many other drinking contexts, specifically, the excitement
and fun of play and competition, opportunities to exert dominance
over or aggression toward others, and opportunities to engage in
sexual activity.
Nagoshi et al. (1994) attempted to move beyond mere hypoth-
esizing by creating a list of six potential motives for playing and
asking students to rate the importance of each reason for their own
decisions to play drinking games. They used principal-components
analysis to create two factors: (a) Social Lubrication and (b) To
Get Drunk. Nagoshi et al.’s items included only positive reinforce-
ment reasons for playing, and negative reinforcement effects of
alcohol have also been demonstrated to predict consumption and
consequences (Carey & Correia, 1997; Cooper, 1994). Therefore,
Johnson et al. (1999) created nine additional items, some of which
reflected negative reinforcement motives for play (e.g., to forget
about problems, I don’t want to feel left out, etc.) and used
principal-components analysis to identify four classes of reasons
for playing drinking games: (a) Relaxation and Disinhibition (to
forget about problems, to loosen up in a social situation, etc.), (b)
Fun and Celebration (to get drunk, because they’re fun, etc.), (c)
Conformity (because other people are playing them, to fit in, etc.),
and (d) Sexual Manipulation (as a way of getting to know other
people, in order to have sex with someone).
Although Johnson et al.’s (1999) factors demonstrated theoret-
ically meaningful relationships with alcohol consumption and
problems, their measure had a number of limitations. First, several
items from the original measure did not load consistently on the
same factors in different samples (Johnson et al., 1999). Second,
although the Sexual Manipulation factor predicted frequency of
taking sexual advantage of others during or after play, the factor
comprised only two items. Three items are generally considered to
1 There have been slight variations in this finding. For example, Read et
al. (2003) reported a direct path between Coping motives and alcohol
problems but no mediated path through consumption. Cooper et al. (2000)
found a significant path between Enhancement motives and drinking
problems mediated by heavy drinking.
2 For some games, such as playing checkers with shotglasses rather than
checker pieces, this is obviously the case. For other games, the origin is less
clear. However, Thomas J. Johnson has observed two separate groups of
college students (undergraduate students waiting in line for a movie in
1981 and Christian medical students on a bus in 2003) playing a game
referred to in a popular press book on drinking games (Griscom, Rand,
Johnston, & Balay, 1986) as “famous names.” Neither group was observ-
ably drinking at the time.
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zur & Schmelkin, 1991). Third, several of the factors in the
original study had very low internal consistency (  .52 for the
Fun and Celebration factor in one sample, and   .21 and .27 for
the Sexual Manipulation factor in two different samples). Fourth,
the item pool for the original study was limited to items taken from
Nagoshi et al. (1994) and items created by the researchers based on
discussions with approximately 12 college students. However,
Johnson et al. (1999) asked participants in the original study to list
any additional reasons that were important in their personal deci-
sions to play drinking games. These additional items provided a
larger pool of items for the current study. Finally, although John-
son et al.’s (1999) Relaxation and Disinhibition factor had rela-
tively good internal consistency (s  .84–.86), examination of
item content suggested that the factor was not clearly unidimen-
sional. Specifically, the factor contained items that represent neg-
ative reinforcement (tension reduction, e.g., to relax) and other
items that represent positive reinforcement (social facilitation, e.g.,
to loosen up in a social situation).
The Current Study
In the current study, we hoped to improve the internal consis-
tency of the factors from Johnson et al. (1999) and expand the
number of available items in an effort to better represent the
domain of possible motives for play. Johnson et al. (1999) asked
participants who completed their measure to list any additional
reasons why they personally played drinking games. In the current
study, these reasons and additional new items were included.
Because we did not have specific predictions about the factor
structure of the expanded item set, we selected an exploratory
(principal-components) analysis.
A secondary goal was to provide some test of the concurrent
validity of the measure. In the current study we examined whether
specific motives for play would predict specific types of alcohol-
related consequences associated with play, even when controlling
for participant gender and typical amount of alcohol consumed
while playing drinking games.
Method
Participants
Participants were 120 college men (85% White, 6.67% African Amer-
ican, 78.99% under age 21, modal age  18) and 167 college women
(92.22% White, 5.99% African American, 90.91% under age 21, modal
age  18). Participants, who were recruited from sections of introductory
and upper level psychology courses, volunteered in return for course credit.
All participants identified themselves as current drinkers and had played
drinking games at least once during the past year.
Measures
Reasons for playing drinking games. Johnson et al. (1999) developed
15 reasons-for-playing items. They also asked students to list any other
reasons why they played drinking games. For the current study, a total of
54 items were used, including the original 15 items, additional items listed
by students in Johnson et al.’s (1999) study, and new items written by us.
Specific items were written to reflect playing drinking games to cope with
negative affect or reduce tension. Other items were written to reflect
playing to facilitate social interaction. Additional items were also written
for the original Sexual Manipulation factor and to be consistent with
themes of interpersonal dominance (e.g., to get someone else drunk, to
make someone else look silly, etc.) and fun associated with the process of
play (e.g., because I want to win, etc.). Participants rated how important
each item was to their personal decision to play drinking games using the
following scale: 1  “not at all important,” 2  “somewhat important,”
3  “moderately important,” 4  “very important.”
Alcohol consumption. Participants provided estimates of the frequency
with which they played drinking games (with the following options: 1 
“once a month or less,” 2  “twice a month,” 3  “three times a month,”
4  “once a week,” 5  “twice a week,” 6  “three days per week,” 7 
“four days per week,” 8  “five days per week,” 9  “six days per week,”
and 10  “seven days per week”). Responses were converted to represent
number of instances of play per week. Participants also estimated the
typical number of standard drinks they consumed while playing, with
response options ranging from one drink to ten or more drinks.W e
calculated the number of drinks consumed per week while playing drinking
games by multiplying quantity by frequency. Following a procedure used
by Kushner, Sher, Wood, and Wood (1994), we asked participants to give
separate estimates for the past month and past year. This was done to
balance a report that is likely to be more accurate (past month) with a report
that may be more representative of typical consumption patterns (past
year). The mean number of drinks per week during the past year and the
mean for the past month were averaged to yield the estimate of the number
of drinks participants consumed per week while playing drinking games
that we used in subsequent analyses.
Consequences of playing drinking games. Participants rated the fre-
quency of occurrence during the past year of a number of alcohol-related
consequences during or after playing drinking games. The consequences
items included 18 general negative consequences patterned after Johnson et
al. (1998) and Hurlbut and Sher (1992; e.g., vomiting, blackouts, being late
for class, etc.). The general negative consequences items were interspersed
with 17 items that referred to different types of sexual outcomes of play
(Johnson & Stahl, in press). These consequences involved sexual behav-
iors, ranging from kissing, sexual comments, and touch (e.g., “During or
after playing drinking games have you ever been embarrassed by someone
making a sexual comment or suggestion to you?”; “During or after playing
a drinking game, have you ever tried to kiss someone who did not want to
be kissed?”; “Have you ever kissed someone while playing a drinking
game [or after playing a game] and regretted it later?”; “Have you ever
taken advantage of someone sexually after you played a drinking game
with them?”; “During or after playing a drinking game, has anyone ever
touched you on the breast or genitals without your consent?”; etc.) to
intercourse when one party was too drunk to give consent (e.g., “After
playing a drinking game, has anyone ever had sex with you when you were
too drunk to give consent?”; “Have you ever had to convince someone to
have sex with you after playing a drinking game?”; “Have you ever tried
to get someone drunk during a drinking game because they did not want to
have sex with you?”; “Has anyone ever told you that they tried to get you
drunk during a drinking game in hopes of having sex with you later?”;
etc.). Response options for all consequences items were based on Hurlbut
and Sher (1992): “never”; “yes, but not in the past year”; “1 time in the past
year”; “2 times in the past year”; 3 times in the past year”; “4–6 times in
the past year”; “7–11 times in the past year”; “12–20 times in the past
year”; “21–39 times in the past year”; and “40 or more times in the past
year.” For all analyses in the current study, past-year frequency values
were used for each item, with the first two options being scored as 0,
midpoints used for options that covered a range of values, and “40” used
for the last option.
A principal-components analysis with varimax rotation on all 35 con-
sequences items yielded a three-factor solution (based on eigenvalues 1).
Items were assigned to a factor if they loaded uniquely on one factor at .30
or better. The first factor comprised the 17 sexual consequences and was
labeled Sexual Activity Consequences (  .92). One item was deleted
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second factor was labeled Excessive Consumption Consequences (seven
items,   .93) and contained items referring to vomiting, driving while
intoxicated, being a passenger in a car driven by someone who was
intoxicated, having a blackout, having someone else complain about one’s
drinking, getting into an argument, and being rude or insulting. The third
factor was labeled Irresponsible Behavior Consequences (eight items,  
.80) and contained items referring to being late for class, missing a class,
losing a friend, feeling guilty about something one did, passing out, having
problems in a close relationship, being arrested, getting in a fight, and
damaging property. As described above, participants rated each item for
frequency of occurrence in the previous year. Scores for each factor were
computed as the sum of occurrences of each type of consequence over the
past year.
3
Results
Factor Structure
We used principal-components analysis with varimax rotation
with the reasons-for-playing items. Nine components had eigen-
values 1; however, the ninth component (which had only one
item) was dropped. Items loading .40 or better on only one of the
eight remaining components were retained for a second principal-
components analysis to determine the loadings shown in Table 1.
For each component, we averaged importance ratings (using unit
weighting) across items to create component scores.
Internal consistency for all eight components was adequate (see
Table 1). For men, intercorrelations of components ranged from
r  .19 (between Conformity and Fun and Celebration) to r  .61
(between Sexual Manipulation and Social Lubrication). For
women, intercorrelations ranged from r  .35 (between Confor-
mity and Fun and Celebration) to r  .62 (between Novelty and
Fun and Celebration).
Reasons for Playing and Alcohol Consumption and
Consequences
Gender differences. A multivariate analysis of variance that
compared men and women on typical number of drinks per week
while playing, Excessive Consumption, Irresponsible Behavior,
Sexual Activity Consequences, and reasons for play revealed a
significant gender difference, F(12, 274)  3.90, p  .001. Table
2 shows means for men and women on the above measures.
Univariate analyses revealed that men were higher than women on
all of these variables, with the exception of Novelty reasons for
playing.
Correlational analyses. Table 3 shows the correlations of the
reasons-for-playing factors with drinks per week while playing and
the consequences measures. The Competition and Thrills factor
was most consistently associated with consumption and
consequences.
Table 4 shows intercorrelations between consumption while and
the consequences measures. Mean drinks per week while playing
drinking games was not correlated with frequency of sexual con-
sequences, but all of the other measures were significantly
intercorrelated.
Regression analyses. Although numerous significant correla-
tions were identified between participants’ reasons for playing
drinking games and negative outcomes, the correlational results
may be misleading because of moderate-to-high intercorrelations
among the reasons for play in this sample. To explore the unique
contribution of each reason for playing drinking games on con-
sumption and consequence measures, we conducted four sets of
multiple regressions. In the first, we regressed drinks per week
while playing drinking games onto the eight reasons for playing. In
the others, we regressed Excessive Consumption Consequences,
Irresponsible Behavior Consequences, and Sexual Activity Con-
sequences on both reasons for play and alcohol consumption.
Participant gender (coded as 1  male, 2  female) was included
as a covariate in all analyses.
In all analyses, gender was entered first, then the motives
measures. Alcohol consumed during play was entered after gender
and reasons for drinking to determine if the effects of drinking
game motives were reduced. The total “effect” of the eight reasons
for play on the dependent measures was estimated from the added
variation “explained” by including them in our models. We also
re-estimated each regression equation after dropping nonsignifi-
cant predictors to assess the sensitivity of our results to trivial
model changes. Tolerance values were examined for all models,
and there was no evidence of multicollinearity as a problem. The
results of these analyses are presented in Table 5.
Our first regression examined whether the amount of alcohol
participants consumed while playing drinking games (in drinks/
week) varied by their reasons for playing drinking games. After
partialing out participant gender (R
2  .012), F (1, 285)  3.40,
p  .07, the various reasons for play significantly predicted
alcohol consumption (full model R
2  .097, R
2  .085), F(9, 277)
for change  3.25, p  .01. Conformity reasons were significantly
related to consumption, with individuals who reported playing out
of a need to conform consuming slightly smaller quantities than
those who were less driven by conformity motives. In contrast,
participants who played to get “thrills,” or for competition, and
those who played in response to boredom, tended to drink more
than others (see Table 5 for betas from the full model). No other
reasons for play were related to total alcohol consumed while
playing (all ps  .10); neither did men and women differ in alcohol
consumed while playing (p  .45), holding reasons for play
constant. It is important to note that Competition and Thrills,
Conformity, and Boredom remained predictive of alcohol con-
sumption even after other reasons for playing drinking games were
dropped from the model.
Our second regression examined whether the number of Exces-
sive Consumption Consequences participants experienced was re-
lated to their reasons for playing. The model including only par-
ticipant gender was significant (R
2  .017), F(1, 285)  4.97, p 
.05. Men experienced more consequences of Excessive Consump-
tion, although the gender difference was not significant when
3 We also performed separate factor analyses of the consequences items
using men only and women only. Analyses for the men replicated the
three-factor structure obtained with the combined data. However, a scree
plot suggested a four-factor solution for women. Examination of items
loading on the fourth factor suggested that the difference was largely due
to a number of the sexual consequences items (specifically, several items
referring to being the perpetrator of a sexual assault or incident) being
endorsed at greater-than-zero occurrences by only 3 out of the 167 women
in the sample. This low frequency of endorsement should have little impact
on the total sexual consequences score for most women. Therefore, we
elected to use the three-factor structure for both men and women.
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accounted for by gender of participant, significantly more variation
in Excessive Consumption Consequences could be understood by
examining participants’ reasons for playing drinking games (R
2 
.144), F(8, 277) for change  5.92, p  .0001. Holding all other
variables constant, participants who played for reasons of Confor-
mity (p  .01) or Coping (p  .06), or because of the Novelty of
the experience (p  .0001), reported fewer consequences of Ex-
cessive Consumption. Those who played for Competition and
Thrills (p  .0001), or for Fun and Celebration (p  .07), reported
more such consequences. Addition of consumption while playing
resulted in another significant increase in explained variance (full
model R
2  .252, R
2  .091), F(1, 276) for change  33.79, p 
.0001. When alcohol consumed while playing was added, the
marginally significant relationship for Fun and Celebration was
eliminated (see Table 5 for betas from the full model). None of the
parameters associated with any of the other significant motives
factors were reduced by considering variance attributable to con-
sumption. Thus, reasons for playing and amount of alcohol con-
sumed while playing contributed independently to variation in
Excessive Consumption Consequences. Dropping nonsignificant
motives from the analysis did not alter the patterns of significance
among the variables.
Our third regression examined whether the number of Irrespon-
sible Behavior Consequences reported was related to respondents’
reasons for play. Men reported greater numbers of Irresponsible
Behavior Consequences (R
2  .018), F(1, 285)  5.06, p  .05,
but the gender difference was again not significant when reasons
for play were added into the model. Reasons for play also signif-
icantly predicted Irresponsible Behavior Consequences (R
2 
.116), F(8, 277) for change  4.64, p  .0001. Adding drinks per
week while playing to the regression did not yield a significant
increase in explained variance (full model R
2  .141, R
2  .007),
F(1, 276) for change  2.30, ns. Students who played for reasons
of Conformity or Novelty reported fewer Irresponsible Behavior
Consequences than others, whereas those who played for Fun and
Celebration, Thrills and Competition, or both, reported greater
frequencies of such consequences. Dropping the nonsignificant
reasons for play from our regressions had no impact on the pattern
of significant findings from this analysis.
Our fourth regression examined whether the number of Sexual
Activity Consequences reported was related to participants’ rea-
sons for playing. Participant gender was a significant predictor of
Sexual Activity Consequences from playing drinking games (R
2 
.029), F(1, 285)  8.56, p  .01, with men reporting more sexual
consequences than women. The gender difference was no longer
significant when reasons for play were added into the model.
Considering participants’ reasons for playing significantly added
to explained variation in sexual consequences of playing drinking
games (R
2  .156), F(8, 277)  6.61, p  .0001. Students who
reported playing for Conformity and Boredom reasons reported
fewer Sexual Activity Consequences, whereas those who reported
playing for reasons of Sexual Manipulation reported significantly
more such consequences. Addition of consumption while playing
did not increase our ability to explain variation in sexual conse-
quences (full model R
2  .185, R
2  .000), F(1, 276) for change 
0.01, ns. Once again, dropping nonsignificant predictors did not
alter the pattern of effects.
Discussion
Most of the motives for drinking factors identified in the current
study were significantly related to students’ consumption while
playing drinking games and the consequences students experience
Table 1
Factor Loadings From Principal-Components Analysis of
Reasons for Playing Drinking Games Items
Factor and items
Factor
loading
1. Competition and Thrills
a
For the competition
b .56
To avoid having to talk to someone one on one
b .52
To get practice at that game
b .70
Because I want to win .79
To just go wild
b .70
To take a risk .61
To see the reactions of others when their inhibitions
are lowered
b .64
2. Conformity
c
To blend in with the crowd .76
To fit in .81
I don’t want to feel left out .81
Because other people are playing them .75
Because I am afraid I will look silly if I don’t .77
3. Fun and Celebration
d
To get drunk .80
To get a buzz .73
Because they are fun .54
To liven up a boring party
a .51
To have a good laugh
a .62
4. Social Lubrication
e
As a way of getting to know other people .78
To make it easier to talk to someone .56
To meet interesting people .73
To learn things about others .68
As a way of expressing interest in the opposite sex .61
5. Novelty
f
It is a new experience
b .77
To try something different .72
It is a more exciting way to drink
b .66
6. Sexual Manipulation
g
In order to have sex with someone .76
As a way to get a date .69
To work up the courage to put the moves on
someone .55
7. Boredom
h
To kill time .75
There is nothing else to do .59
I don’t know what else to do for fun .51
8. Coping
i
To relax .69
To forget about problems .72
To feel better about myself .44
Note. Only items with unique loadings are shown.
a Cronbach’s   .87, proportion of variance explained by factor 
.34.
b This item was generated by a participant in Johnson et al.’s (1999)
study rather than written by the authors.
c Cronbach’s   .89, propor-
tion of variance explained by factor  .08.
d Cronbach’s   .80,
proportion of variance explained by factor  .06.
e Cronbach’s  
.82, proportion of variance explained by factor  .05.
f Cronbach’s 
 .77, proportion of variance explained by factor  .04.
g Cronbach’s
.80, proportion of variance explained by factor .04.
h Cronbach’s
.70, proportion of variance explained by factor  .03.
i Cronbach’s   .70,
proportion of variance explained by factor  .03.
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Novelty) are associated with fewer negative outcomes, others (e.g.,
Competition and Thrills, Fun and Celebration, Boredom, and Sex-
ual Manipulation) are associated with more negative outcomes.
Moreover, there is some specificity in the associations between
reasons for play and outcomes. For instance, playing for Compe-
tition and Thrills was not associated with Sexual Activity Conse-
quences, only with Excessive Consumption and Irresponsible Be-
havior Consequences. Playing for Sexual Manipulation, however,
was predictive of only Sexual Activity Consequences.
In our regression analyses, adding the motives measures to the
model eliminated the significance of participant gender as a pre-
dictor. This is consistent with Baron and Kenny’s (1986) descrip-
tion of the nature of a mediated effect. Thus, the relationship
between participant gender and all three types of consequences
may have been mediated by motives for play. However, the
motives factors remained significant predictors of consequences
even after adding mean typical quantity of alcohol consumed while
playing into the model.
4 This indicates that the significant rela-
tionships between motives and consequences were not mediated
by how much students reported drinking while playing. The pres-
ence of direct effects of motives for play is consistent with the
hypothesis that individuals who elect to play drinking games are
choosing to give up some volitional control over their drinking (or
are electing to engage in a form of drinking that is likely to lead to
high rates of consumption). Alternatively, it is possible that the
direct paths are in part a function of the specific goals of individ-
uals playing the game (e.g., those playing with an intent to engage
in sexual activity are more likely to do so regardless of quantity of
alcohol consumed) or even other, unmeasured constructs (e.g.,
both Competition and Thrills motives for play and Irresponsible
Behavior Consequences of play might be related to traits such as
sensation seeking).
Specific Motives for Playing Drinking Games
Competition and Thrills. One thing that drinking games may
offer that is not found in many other drinking contexts is the
element of competition and opportunity for social dominance. We
labeled the first factor to emerge in the current study Competition
and Thrills. This factor contained a number of items listed by
participants in Johnson et al.’s (1999) study as personally impor-
tant in their decisions to play drinking games. It also accounted for
the largest proportion of variance in motives and was directly
predictive of both Irresponsible Behavior and Excessive Consump-
tion Consequences of play. Competition and Thrills may represent
incentives to play for the action, competition, and opportunities to
win that are offered by the process of playing the game.
Conformity. In the current study, playing in order to conform
or fit in was associated with lower consumption and fewer nega-
tive outcomes of any kind. Although the single-order correlations
between Conformity motives and consequences and consumption
were not significant, Conformity emerged as a significant predictor
in our regression analyses, perhaps because of suppression of
irrelevant variation associated with other motives for play. To the
extent that participants may have expressed a positive response
bias (i.e., affirming all items as important reasons or motives for
play), the effect of motives that are actually associated with lower
consumption levels may be masked in near-zero or positive simple
correlations. The suppression of this “response bias” associated
4 As Baron and Kenny (1986) recommended, we used Sobel’s t test to
examine all reductions in regression coefficients. In every case, the change
in beta for gender when adding motives was significant, although none of
the betas for the motives factor were significantly reduced by adding
quantity consumed while playing.
Table 2
Means for Men and Women on Consumption, Consequences, and Reasons for Playing
Measure
Men
(n  120)
Women
(n  167)
F(1, 285) MSE MS D M S D
Drinks/week while playing 2.41 4.64 1.60 2.80 3.40* 13.55
Excessive Consumption Consequences 1.21 3.91 0.51 0.99 4.97** 341.06
Irresponsible Behavior Consequences 2.42 6.58 0.71 2.60 5.06** 88.20
Sexual Consequences 12.61 44.64 2.41 5.21 8.56*** 847.70
Competition and Thrills 1.94 0.73 1.60 0.69 15.90***** 0.50
Conformity 1.85 0.77 1.65 0.72 5.12** 0.55
Fun and Celebration 2.93 0.74 2.74 0.72 4.84** 0.53
Social Lubrication 2.10 0.75 1.79 0.63 14.45**** 0.47
Novelty 2.39 0.74 2.29 0.82 1.22 0.62
Sexual Manipulation 1.67 0.80 1.21 0.46 38.61***** 0.39
Boredom 1.66 0.68 1.40 0.54 11.97**** 0.37
Coping 1.93 0.75 1.76 0.63 4.29** 0.47
Note. For the multivariate analysis of variance test of differences between men and women across all measures
(F estimated using Wilks’s lambda), F(12, 274)  3.84, p  .0001. For differences within groups on means for
reasons-for-playing factors: Men—Fun and Celebration  Novelty  Social Lubrication  Competition and
Thrills, Coping, and Conformity  Sexual Manipulation and Boredom; Women—Fun and Celebration 
Novelty  Social Lubrication, Coping, Conformity, Competition and Thrills  Boredom  Sexual Manipulation.
For F tests of differences between men and women, * p  .10. ** p  .05. *** p  .01. **** p  .001.
***** p  .0001.
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protective effects to be more apparent.
There is some overlap between the current results and Cooper’s
(1994) report that Conformity reasons for drinking were negatively
related to both quantity and frequency of consumption. Unlike in
the current study, however, Cooper found that Conformity reasons
for drinking were positively correlated with drinking problems. It
is possible that in the drinking game situation, Conformity motives
have a different effect on drinking behavior than in other drinking
contexts. In a study of students’ self-reported reasons for how
drinking games end, Johnson (2002) found that men rated “other
people are quitting” as the most frequent reason they quit playing.
For women, this was the second most important reason after “I
decide that I have had enough to drink.” Students who play a
drinking game in order to fit in may therefore also be highly likely
to stop playing when others do, rather than competitively persist-
ing at the game. Although it is tempting to think of Conformity
reasons for playing as a protective motive, playing drinking games
for any reason is potentially dangerous, and Conformity reasons
may be protective only in comparison to other motives for drink-
ing. (People who do not play at all will have an even lower risk of
consequences than those who play for conformity reasons.) How-
ever, further investigation of the possibility of protective motives
is warranted. Johnson (2002) suggested that harm reduction pre-
vention interventions could be developed based on encouraging
and/or training students to express their desire to stop playing a
given game as well as to be willing to follow the lead of others
who might suggest quitting play.
Novelty. Like Conformity, the Novelty factor demonstrated
inconsistencies between the results of single-order correlations and
the regression results. Once again, this could be an instance of
suppression or reflect some form of protective motive. Another
possibility is that some students who endorsed Novelty reasons did
so because they have relatively little experience playing drinking
games (although this might be expected to have yielded a negative
single-order correlation between Novelty and drinks per week
while playing). The negative relationship in the regressions be-
tween Novelty and Excessive Consumption Consequences and
Irresponsible Behavior Consequences might therefore have been
related to the fact that some students who endorsed Novelty
reasons have experienced fewer consequences simply because they
have not played as often as students who did not endorse Novelty
reasons for playing. Despite the lack of consistent predictive power
for this factor, in both men and women it was the second most
strongly endorsed reason for playing, after Fun and Celebration.
Sexual Manipulation. Although alcohol is known to be in-
volved in many instances of acquaintance rape (Abbey, 2000;
Testa & Parks, 1996; etc.), many drinking games include as part of
their rules ways to force specific players to drink. Although we
elected to use the same Sexual Manipulation label chosen by
Johnson et al. (1999), and the factor was predictive of frequency of
Sexual Activity Consequences of play, the content of the items in
this factor (and the mix of consequences in the Sexual Activity
items) allow other possible interpretations of the meaning of the
factor. The items “in order to have sex with someone” and “to
work up the courage to put the moves on someone” could reflect
self-handicapping (“I had sex because I was drunk”)o rt h e“liquid
courage” effects of alcohol. However, Son and Johnson (2000)
found that a similar item set (“in order to have sex with someone,”
“to see who is interested in sex,”“ to let someone know I am
interested in them,” and “to get someone else loosened up for sex”)
was predictive of men’s frequency of sexual assault as measured
by the Coercive Sexuality Scale (Rapaport & Burkhart, 1984) and
the Sexual Experiences Survey (Koss & Oros, 1982). Regardless
of the exact interpretation of this factor, sexual motives for alcohol
Table 3
Correlations of Consumption and Consequences Measures With Motives for Play
Motive
Drinking
game
drinks/week
Excessive
Consumption
Consequences
Irresponsible
Behavior
Consequences
Sexual
Activity
Consequences
Competition and Thrills .23***** .23***** .20**** .19***
Conformity .01 .08 .01 .01
Fun and Celebration .18*** .11** .12** .07
Social Lubrication .16*** .10* .12** .16***
Novelty .08 .09 .05 .03
Sexual Manipulation .13** .16*** .11** .37*****
Boredom .16*** .05 .14** .05
Coping .10* .001 .12** .11
Note. N  287.
For tests of significance of Pearson’s r, * p  .10. ** p  .05. *** p  .01. **** p  .001. ***** p 
.0001.
Table 4
Intercorrelations of Consumption and Consequences Measures
Variable 1 2 3 4
1. Mean drinks/week while playing
drinking games — .39***** .18*** .06
2. Excessive Consumption
Consequences — .41***** .30*****
3. Irresponsible Behavior
Consequences — .35*****
4. Sexual Activity Consequences —
Note. N  287. For tests of significance of Pearson’s r, *** p 
.01. ***** p  .0001.
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and merit further investigation.
Other factors. Both Social Lubrication and Fun and Celebra-
tion reasons for playing were endorsed as important to partici-
pants’ decisions to play, but neither accounted for significant
unique variance in simultaneous regressions. The Boredom and
Coping factors were not strongly predictive of consumption or
consequences, but it is interesting to note that Boredom reasons
were negatively related to frequency of Sexual Activity Conse-
quences and positively related to Irresponsible Behavior Conse-
quences and quantity consumed while playing. Examination of
item content suggests that the Boredom factor is the negative
reinforcement counterpart to the Competition and Thrills and/or
Fun and Celebration factors (i.e., escaping from boredom vs.
seeking excitement). The patterns observed in regression and cor-
relations in the current study suggest that negative reinforcement
motives are not as strongly predictive of drinking game participa-
tion as they are of drinking in general. This could reflect the social
nature of participating in a drinking game. Johnson et al. (1998)
found that Social Anxiety was negatively correlated with fre-
quency of participation in drinking games, and even students high
in the expectation that alcohol reduces tension were not likely to
play drinking games as a way of reducing anxiety. This is consis-
tent with Cooper’s (1994) suggestion that in college students,
drinking to cope is a relatively solitary activity. Individuals who
want to cope with negative emotions are not likely to place
themselves in a social situation that includes the potential for being
humiliated or at least placed in the spotlight for others to observe.
Limitations and Future Directions
Although the motives for playing drinking games identified in
the current study overlap partially with Cooper’s (1994) motives
for drinking, several of the motives identified seem somewhat
specific to the game-playing situation. However, the current study
could not conclusively establish that motives for playing drinking
games are separate from general motives for drinking. Future
studies should include a measure of students’ motives for drinking
and attempt to determine whether motives for playing drinking
games can account for variance in consumption and/or problems
over and above variance accounted for by motives for drinking.
The current study did not address what factors might predict
specific motives for playing drinking games. Motives for drinking
have been found to mediate the relationship between alcohol
consumption/problems and personality dimensions, negative af-
fect, alcohol outcome expectancies, and social influence factors
(Cooper et al., 2000; Cooper et al., 1995; Read et al., 2003). If
motives for playing drinking games are to be of theoretical interest,
it would be helpful to demonstrate that they also play such a
mediating role. For example, Competition and Thrills motives
might mediate a relationship between the personality trait of sen-
sation seeking and consumption or between sensation seeking and
Irresponsible Behavior Consequences.
The discrepancy between men and women on the factor struc-
ture of the consequences items, although not a primary focus of
this article, is nonetheless of interest. Future studies might attempt
to more fully explore the factor structure of the consequences
items used in this study. To more rigorously test the validity of the
motives for playing drinking games measure, it may be worthwhile
to examine the predictive power of the motives measure in larger
samples of men and women that include gender-specific measures
of consequences of play.
Motives for playing drinking games may represent more than
simply motives to drink or get drunk. Games are complex social
exchanges that offer a variety of potential reinforcements and
punishments. To fully understand drinking game participation,
theoretical models need to consider the relationships among per-
Table 5
Prediction of Alcohol Consumption and Consequences From Reasons for Playing Drinking
Games
Predictor
Drinking game
quantity/frequency
Excessive
Consumption
Consequences
Irresponsible
Behavior
Consequences
Sexual Activity
Consequences
 t
a  t  t  t
Gender (Femaleness) .05
b 0.75 .03 0.51 .07 1.11 .05 0.81
Competition and Thrills .23 2.78*** .27 3.45**** .25 3.02*** .06 0.78
Conformity .18 2.55** .14 2.08** .21 3.07*** .17 2.47***
Fun and Celebration .10 1.33 .10 1.47 .08 1.13 .003 0.04
Social Lubrication .10 1.30 .05 0.73 .07 0.86 .03 0.40
Novelty .09 1.17 .26 3.78**** .24 3.25*** .04 0.60
Sexual Manipulation .05 0.62 .09 1.17 .05 0.63 .47 5.92*****
Boredom .13 1.70* .01 0.12 .15 2.01** .13 1.70*
Coping .05 0.59 .13 1.81* .03 0.44 .02 0.30
Quantity/Frequency .32 5.81***** .09 1.52 .01 0.09
Note. Gender was entered in Step 1, reasons for playing was entered in Step 2, and drinks per week while
playing (quantity/frequency) was entered in Step 3. Betas and ts shown are from the full model.
a All ts predicting consumption have 277 df, all other ts are based on 276 df.
b All betas for gender are
semistandardized coefficients (i.e., standardized only on the dependent variables) and represent the standard
deviations difference between men and women.
For significance of the t value for parameter, * p  .10. ** p  .05. *** p  .01. **** p  .001. ***** p
 .0001.
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the sequence from initiation of play to consequences of play.
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